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Iowa Territorial Supreme Court Case of “Ralph” 
 

 

The Case of “Ralph” is one of 10 cases 

published by the newly formed Territorial 

Supreme Court of Iowa in 1839. 

 

Jordan Montgomery from Missouri and his slave, 

Ralph (birth name: Rafe Nelson), had a written 

agreement in 1834 that allowed Ralph to leave 

Missouri and come to Iowa.  Ralph 

agreed to pay $550 plus interest* 

for his freedom.  

 

Ralph worked in the lead 

mines in Dubuque, but 

after a few years he 

had not been able to 

earn enough to buy 

his freedom. 

 

Montgomery had run into financial problems.  Two 

Virginia bounty hunters who were working in Dubuque 

contacted Montgomery and offered to return Ralph 

to him in Missouri for a fee of $100.  Montgomery 

accepted the offer from the bounty hunters.  

 

The Virginians swore an affidavit in front of a justice of the peace, and the court 

ordered the local sheriff to assist them.  They found Ralph at his claim, 

handcuffed him, loaded him in a wagon, and started for the riverboat about 20 
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miles downriver at Bellevue.  A farmer, Alexander Butterworth, saw Ralph being 

taken and reported it to Thomas Wilson, an Associate Justice on the Iowa 

Territorial Supreme Court.  

 

Justice Wilson wrote out an order for the sheriff to go to Bellevue and return 

Ralph to Dubuque.  The Supreme Court of the Territory of Iowa’s first case 

would be “In the matter of Ralph, on Habeas Corpus.” 

 

The Supreme Court ruled that Ralph should be discharged from all custody and 

constraint and be permitted to go free while he remained under the protection 

of Iowa laws.  The court conceded that Ralph should pay the amount initially 

agreed to but stipulated that “non-payment could not reduce a man to slavery 

in this territory.” 

* In Chief Justice Mason’s ruling, he stated the amount Ralph agreed to pay for 

his freedom was “$500 with interest,” but in numerous other articles written on 

the case of “Ralph,” the amount mentioned is $550 plus interest.  

 
 

 

Chief Justice Charles Mason’s Report 
 

Charles Mason 

Chief Justice  

Iowa Territorial Supreme Court 

https://www.iowacourts.gov/for-the-public/iowa-courts-history/civil-rights
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Ruling by Chief Justice Mason 

 

 

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/iowa-leader-civil-rights-and-equality/iowa
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Charles Mason served as the first Chief 

Justice from 1838 until he resigned in 

June 1847.  

 

The first two Associate Justices were 

Joseph Williams and Thomas S. Wilson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further Information: 
 

Past Justices 
 

Dennis Magee, ”Iowa Supreme Court’s first case freed a 

slave,” Waterloo-Cedar Falls Courier 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newspaper Article 
 

Thomas S. Wilson 

Associate Justice  

Charles Mason 

Chief Justice  

Iowa Territorial Supreme Court 

Joseph Williams 

Associate Justice  

July 28, 1870  

https://www.iowacourts.gov/for-the-public/iowa-courts-history/past-justices/
https://wcfcourier.com/news/local/iowa-supreme-court-s-first-case-freed-a-slave/article_01e79be3-e79f-51c9-a0cb-f4d37d8ed034.html
https://wcfcourier.com/news/local/iowa-supreme-court-s-first-case-freed-a-slave/article_01e79be3-e79f-51c9-a0cb-f4d37d8ed034.html
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Shattering Silence and the Case of “Ralph” 

 

The Shattering Silence Monument was dedicated October 22, 2009.  This 

sculpture was designed to resemble shards of glass.  Shattering Silence 

celebrates the tradition in Iowa’s courts of ensuring the rights and liberties of all 

the people of the State.  The story of Ralph is engraved around the base of the 

sculpture.  

Photo by Gary Hoard Photography 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/CT/798086.pdf

